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Max Hipp

Rubbermade
Mr. French stood on county road 208, sweating in his tie on the first
day of spring. He tried to be still, thinking movement might somehow make
worse. He chucked the tire iron in an arc and watched it spin against
the sky like an angry pinwheel before it gnashed through the trees across the
road. It was late afternoon and Regan was bleeding in the weeds.
Mr. French had watched
face change. She had seen it coming—
perhaps not
—and he’d hit her hard behind the ear. She had rolled
down the hill and when he saw the wound darkening in her blonde hair, he
knew things wouldn’ be the same. He didn’t feel like a killer. The truth of
it was he felt a small sense of relief, the same one he felt when each of his
past relationships had ended. None had ever
like this one.
He
a car coming up the hill, the first one in twenty minutes. He
looked down at Regan in the gully, lying in the shade of the pines. He
checked his clothes for blood. A
pick-up pulled up slowly and French
could see Flick Dale in the cab, hunching and squinting. Flick was an
antiquated bag-boy at Idleburg’s only grocery store, Shaggy’s. Every time
Mr. French set foot in Shaggy’s, Flick would
the rubber gloves.
With big, happy eyes Flick would hand Mr. French his bags and say, “You
like them rubbers, huh?” French had taught school at Idleburg Junior High
for three years, but whether he stayed three or thirty, he
the
thing
the town would
about him was the gloves.
Flick
across the seat and cranked the passenger’s window down.
“Having trouble?” Flick didn’t have
teeth
he was a grinner.
“No,” Mr. French said. “Just had a flat. I got it on, though.”
Flick had shifted
reverse
Mr. French was speaking. He backed
behind Mr. French’s car and pulled forward, stopping three feet from his
knees. Mr. French glanced through the cattails and
the gully; he could
barely make out Regan’s light blue dress. He would have to
Flick’s
view. Mr. French tried to relax and forget about the grease on his hands.

Flick stepped out of the cab. He chuckled a little to himself as he
walked to the back of his truck. He clattered things around in the truck
bed until he pulled a lug wrench from the heap. He studied it and walked
toward Mr. French.
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"Want me to fix it?” Flick asked.
“No. That’s okay,” Mr. French said. He wondered how nervous he
looked. Like I said, I
put it on.”
French watched Flick look down towards the spare tire. “Is that a nut?”
Flick asked, pointing.
French followed his finger to a lug nut beside his right foot.
“Yeah. That’s a nut, Flick,” Mr. French said. He braced himself. He was
caught in a lie and
he expected questions.
Flick smiled. “Aw hell, I know how you are,” he said. With that, he
walked to the tire and knelt. Mr. French stood back, astonished. Flick
turned the lug wrench with great concentration and ease. He never seemed
to look back. When he finished he stood and announced, “Just needed a
little tightening.” He grabbed his cap by the bill and straightened it.
“Thanks.”
Flick smiled and nodded. “We’ll see ya,” Flick said, walking to his truck.
He tossed
wrench into the back and it hit with a flat clang. He cranked
up and fed the engine gas until it sputtered and rumbled like a
Flick spun out of the gravel and swerved onto the asphalt. Two more cars
ascended the hill, each slowing to stare before accelerating and rattling
their mufflers.
Earlier that
Mr. French had left the junior high at three o’clock to
up Regan. They were leaving for the casinos and they had
their bags
night before because they wanted time to gamble before
dinner. They had fallen into
work, lunch, work, dinner, sleep routine
and they had not seen much of each other in the past few
Regan
had proposed a weekend getaway, quality time, all that. She had said that
they needed to
Then they had the flat and it wouldn’t have amounted to much if she had
thrown his rubber gloves out the window. French had bought two new
boxes: one for his car and one for the casinos. Regan had been digging
through the brown bag of groceries he bought for the trip. She stopped,
looked sidelong at him, and tossed them out. He slammed on the brakes,
she yelled, Don’t! It doesn’t matter!” into his ear. He
gripping the wheel and staring at his
knuckles as he pressed the
accelerator. He could feel her watching him,
his shame. While
he drove, he worried about all the people passing through the casinos, their
hands covering coughs, wiping
and passing money that had been
tucked away God-know -where.

Mr. French thought Regan understood his condition, his aversion to
germs and superfluous touching, but
was before she’d lost the eighty
seven pounds. This time, she had become infuriated with his fretting over
the road grime on the tire and hubcap. She demanded that he act like a man
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for once and stop holding his hands in front of him like flippers. He
continued to stomp on the lug wrench
she berated him. It was hot
and he was chagrined, working in the small gravel, under her sharp words
and the close sun. Something ancient
in his throat, reddening his
face, swelling his eyes, darkening his mind, and he lashed out like a
threatened child, seeing only her mouth and seeking its silence.
As he drove back to town, he wondered if
comments had grown
harsher or if he was more sensitive since
affair with Greg Mobile. Mr.
French thought about the first time he
Greg. He sounded out each
syllable several times to make sure Mr. French understood that his last name
was pronounced like the city. After Regan had tried all the diet pills and
weight loss programs on television, she
to exercise and keep track of
her calories. Mr. French watched her become more confident in herself and
more critical of him at the same time. She hadn’t been unfaithful until
she went down several dress sizes. Mr. French felt he should have seen it,
this classic infidelity. Regan was a secretary working late at night on a case
with her boss at the law firm. When she finally
him about it, it was
over. What bothered Mr. French more than the
mingling of limbs in
his
was the triteness of it all. He was sure that fucking one’s boss was
tasteless and redundant by now. How could she have stooped so low as to
have an affair with an attorney at the firm where she worked? Mr. French
had been so distraught that he’d proposed. Mobile sent an engagement gift
and gave
a raise. Regan told Mr. French that she was ostracized from her
lunch bunch. She knew they sent
emails to each other and shut up
when she entered the room. But that was three months before and things
had been better since. Besides, he could block the affair out, make it
in
his mind, just like this.
At the service station, French washed his hands, scrubbing his knuckles
red. He washed his face and found that they only had a hand dryer, so he
ducked under it until his eyelids got hot. He looked in the mirror and saw
his eyes, darkened underneath and wide, his hairline receding ahead of
schedule. He brushed his hair back and smoothed his moustache. His hands
were trembling slightly. He always saw himself as a sort of Prufrock, perhaps
even Eliot himself. He had the bald spot, the thin legs, and the glasses. He
imagined running from the police, high-speed chases and shootouts. He
knew these things were
for him.
On Civic Street he drove past the Prince’s Theater, built in the 1930s.
Its massive red, white, and blue neon marquee glowed in
afternoon
sun. He had nowhere to go, so he pulled over and

He
buying tickets because one of his former students was always
manning the box office. He knew they all made fun of his condition because
they
often careless with their remarks. He never understood how
failed to comprehend that sound travels in an otherwise quiet room whether
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the teacher is lecturing or not. They called him Rubbermade, which he
thought showed an alarming lack of creativity.
“One to Pretty Horses" he said. Sure enough, he recognized the ticket
seller, Betty. Her skin was clear,
she was obese, no doubt a butt of jokes
herself now at the high school.
“Seven dollars,” she said. She smiled in a way that Mr. French did not like
as he passed the money under the plexiglass.
He leaned forward and cocked an eyebrow. “Have you been doing your
homework, Miss Simmons?”
She blushed as she slid the tickets and he covered them with a napkin and
swept them off the counter.“No sir,” she said.
“
you better get started as soon as you get off work.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, grinning through her braces.
Inside, Mr. French draped a few napkins across the armrests. The air
conditioner was giving him chill bumps, and the floors
incredibly slick.
He mumbled curses at himself for
buying more gloves, but he didn’t
think he
stomach Flick twice in one day. He tried not to think about
what had happened and he found it easy. Still, he had
regarded
Regan as his blonde Molly Bloom, queen of his bedroom. She was voracious
and masterful in
using
mass to pin him down and tell him she
wanted to fuck him to death and such. She had been his cheating
his
tainted love.
The movie was a travesty of one of French’s favorite books. He thought
the cowboys looked too clean and the director had done his best to omit the
writer’s darkness. It was horrible. He dismissed the movie as gibberish and
sat back in his seat,
what to do next. Mr. French was behind a
theatergoer with a thick cough and in front of a group of women audibly
enthralled with the male lead. He tried to savor the experience, thinking it
might be his last movie for a while.
Mr. French pushed through the exit doors onto Civic Street before he
noticed the sheriff’s car parked in front of Noodle King Chinese Restaurant.
He was frozen there on the sidewalk as Sheriff Ronald Roker rounded the
corner, tickets in hand.
“Oh, hey, French. How are you?” He smiled and extended his hand
halfway. “Oh yeah, I forgot,” he said, and he put his hand behind the small
boy standing next to him. The boy had a silver, heart-shaped, Mickey Mouse
balloon tied too tight around his arm.
“Good,” said Mr. French.
“French, this is
grandson, Eddie. He’s in first
this year. Gets all
A’s.” The sheriff leaned down to the boy. “Eddie, this is Mr. French, he
might be your English teacher one day, ain’t that right, French?”
Mr. French looked at the sheriff, noticed his shaved scalp and the
creases in his forehead above his tinted glasses.
“Yes, that’s right, Eddie,” Mr. French said, But first you
learn your
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ABC’s.”
The boy nodded and the sheriff laughed. “How’s Miss Regan these
days?” he asked.
Mr. French felt his jaw tensing. “She’s doing okay.” The sheriff was
nodding and Mr. French wanted to add something but he couldn’t think of
anything. There was silence. Mr. French’s hands
to twitch.
“Well, we gotta head on in, French. Take it easy.”
Mr. French stood there on the sidewalk, feeling as if some massive clock
had just jerked closer to the top of the hour. He noticed Eddie turning
toward him and scowling as the sheriff pulled him through the glass doors.
“Grandpa,” he said.
It was six-thirty. Mr. French returned to county road 208 in the dusk
because he couldn’t stand the wait. He was amazed that no one had found
her yet.
he got to the rusty water tower, he realized he’d passed the
place where he left her. He turned
and went back. He pulled over
and left the car running. There was no plastic yellow police tape and there
were no bluelights. There was no
Mr. French had been sweating all day, but
he unbuttoned the top
button on his collar and loosened his tie. He looked up for buzzards circling
nearby, for any indication. He climbed down into the gully. He stood knee
deep in the weeds and shielded his eyes from the sun, studying the bushes.
Mr. French wondered if she
have survived. He looked up and down
the road, remembering that the nearest house would be about a mile toward
town. She would have been hurt badly.
That night Mr. French thought he felt Regan’s
hovering above the
bed. He closed his eyes and saw her blonde hair swirling around her
blue face. Her hollow eyes
on him and asking why. He spent the rest
of his weekend pretending to sleep, peering through blinds, and sitting in
dark rooms.

On Monday, Mr. French’s students were a
mass of hormones. Each
period got worse discipline-wise. Everyone stared at his hands as they turned
in their papers, even though he had explained to them on the first
of
school that a classroom is a Petri dish. He had assigned Rumble Fish to his
advanced class because he thought the gang violence might get them to read
something. He had
through the trouble of commandeering a TV and
VCR from the library so he could show the movie version.
Halfway through the drunken
e-out scene, Mr. French realized there
were naked breasts on the screen and found himself hurdling his desk to
off the television to a chorus of laughs and groans. By the time the bell rang,
’s class was in an uproar and Mrs. Stringer had come across the hall to
make sure there was a teacher in the room.
News of Rubbermade’s hijinks spread through the school and by
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lunchtime, the students were pointing and snickering more than usual. Mr.
French tried to ignore them. He was trying to figure out why he had not
been arrested yet. He had proven that he was nothing more than a welleducated murderer. He
he would
the police everything, if they
would ever
him, though he
at the idea of going to the
station and mingling with the inmates. He didn’t eat much in the
lunchroom and he rifled through the newspaper several times, searching for
anything. Mrs. Stringer asked if he was growing a beard.
Mr. French always kept rubber gloves in his desk at school and at his
house. He had been borrowing from those supplies,
he needed some for
his glove-compartment so he stopped at Shaggy’s on the way home. Next to
the garbage bags, he found one box; Shaggy’s never seemed to carry enough
for him to stockpile them. In the line, he dropped the box several times and
stared at the magazines
the blonde, scantily-clad women on the cover.
He looked around expecting Regan to appear from the produce aisle or the
department. At the cash register, he noticed
there was a boy,
fifteen or sixteen, bagging the groceries. He asked the checkout girl in the
purple sweater where Flick was.
“He took his vacation,” she said.
At home Mr. French couldn’t stop clanking his coffee cup against its
saucer. Again, he considered going to the police. He thought about telling
them, I hit my girlfriend in the head with a tire iron, but she disappeared.”
But then he’d have to face, well, something, and he was afraid of it.
The phone rang at seven o’ clock and Mr. French dropped the coffee cup,
sending shards skidding all the way to the phone in the hall. He answered,
expecting hell.
“French, this is Greg at Mobile and Ward,” he said, I’m looking for
Regan.”
“She’s not here,” Mr. French said. He waited. Greg Mobile had a way of
annoying Mr. French with his brevity and bluntness of speech learned from
years of law, its bottomlines and deal-making.
“She didn’t come to work today and she didn’t call in and that’s highly
uncharacteristic for Regan.” Mr. French didn’t say anything for a while, but
he imagined Greg in his great leather chair, surrounded by pictures of his
kids and his wife, a cigar smoking from one hand, his other on anything he
could ever want.
“You’re right, Greg,
is highly uncharacteristic. But don’t worry. She
didn’t come to work because I killed her.”
Mr. French smiled at the silence on the line. Then, he heard a wheezing
noise that sounded far away at first, and seemed to be coming closer until
Greg Mobile burst into a coughing laughing fit for a full
Hell,
that’s a good one French. Just tell her I called if you will.” He hung up.
Mr. French unplugged the phone.
Tuesday Mr. French couldn’t get out of bed. He didn’t call in sick.
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About ten o’ clock he sat up and pressed his palms to his eyes. He wondered
if he had killed her. He wasn’t even sure he had actually hit her anymore.
The one thing he knew for sure was
he’d left Regan in the ditch off 208
and now she was gone.
He dressed without eating or showering and headed back to the county
road. He drove slowly and passed where he saw her last. There was a new
empty beer carton on the shoulder. He turned around and pulled in the
driveway of the nearest house. There was a blue tarp tied down to a stack of
firewood in the yard. A kite in a tree, hanging from its string, was swinging
in the breeze like a spastic pendulum. Mr. French knocked on the door and
no one came for a while, then it opened. Cedric Dixon stood in his pajamas.
“Why aren’t you at school, Cedric?” he asked.
“Uh, sorry Mr. French,” he said, wide-eyed. I had to watch
sister
today because Mom didn’t come home last night. I didn’t think you’d come
out here to get
though.”
Mr. French was sorry for startling him. Sorry for not asking the question
he really wanted to ask.
“Cedric,” he said, “I didn’t come out here to get you. Actually, I was
looking for a blonde woman—I mean, I was wondering if you had seen her.”
“No, Mr. French. You lost somebody?”
“Yes, Cedric, I did.” Mr. French scratched his neck. “Sorry,” he said and
he started to
away.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. French,” Cedric said,
Mr. French wasn’t
listening anymore. He was almost to his car.
On the road, he passed the site again, going east, hoping for something.
Two miles down the road he passed a mailbox marked Dale” and stopped.
Young pine branches smacked his windshield and scraped the glass as he
pulled into the driveway. He had
known
Flick lived in the area. He
felt light-headed. Mr.
’s world became only what was unfolding in
front of him. The driveway lost gravel and turned into two deep dry ruts.
He straddled them with his wheels as he turned up a hill. He passed a
chicken-wire pen full of cinder blocks and spotted Flick’s white truck.
’s
house was on the side of a hill, shaded under tall maples.
French pulled on his gloves. He left the car door open and walked along
the dirt path to the front door. He could hear a television blaring from a far
room and he knocked. Nothing happened, so he knocked again, harder. He
stood on the stoop and bit his thumbnail. The doormat was coming apart
and said “Welcome, friends.”
Mr. French found himself behind the house, stumbling over tree roots,
worrying about dogs, trying to find the room with the television. He got on
his knees and crawled to the corner of the window of the room where the
morning soaps were blaring. He cupped his hands to the glass and looked
inside.
Flick Dale was sitting on his couch, smiling, absorbed in the television.
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His arm was around Regan, a bandage duct-taped to
head. Mr. French
wasn’t sure if she was alive,
her eyes
vacant and fixed on him, her
face bathed in gray light from the tube. Her head was on his shoulder and
he was stroking
hair. Mr. French didn’t recognize the red dress she was
wearing.
French stared at this tableau and tried to process
His heart was beating
fast, but he was no longer afraid. He realized that he might
need gloves
to keep this nastiness away from him. He backed away before turning, before
running to his car. He said to himself in his mind that nothing
have
changed without this. There would have been no forgetting.
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